
Dead Man Writing 

October 5, 1917, Peronne, France

Dear Mom and Pop,

It's my turn for an hour in what we call dry here on the front. Our small mess tent is elevated off the 
ground, so the mud runs underneath it. It's a bit windy sometimes, but the roof does keep the rain off, 
which is much better than being outside.

Having a tent like this also gives us a small place to have a stove set up, and we dry our socks near it. 
Right now I can see a small forest of green socks around the stove, some of them steaming, and of 
course one fellow always leaves one too close and he’ll come back to a black, ugly sock and a terrible 
smell. I'm supposed to turn the socks to make sure they get dry and take them back with me when I've 
finished my letter and my tea.

Yes, tea. For some reason the English fellows have tons of it, even though it's near impossible to get a 
cup of coffee at the moment. They say it'll show up soon, but they say that about practically everything,
including dry socks and cigarettes. In the meantime, we always make do, and honestly, complaining 
and figuring out ways to make do gives us something to do most of the time.

Oh. The shelling has stopped. They said some guys crack up from it, and I can believe it. Sometimes 
the shelling goes on for more than a day at a time, and you start to ignore it, you try to sleep, you talk, 
you work, but in the back of your mind you're always aware that it is so darn loud! Then, when it 
finally does stop, the lack of noise seems as loud as the sound of the exploding shells.

A Canadian guy they call Frenchy, even though he sounds a lot like our guys, is teaching me some 
French. He says we'll need it for when the war is over and we get to vacation in Paris. I told him that 
when the war is over, my foot will be so far up the Kaiser's backside that it'll take all my vacation days 
to pry it out! But then, everyone here has been saying things like that for a long time. I would like to 
see Paris.

Tell Claire and Betsy that I miss them both very much and will write them the next chance I get.

Mom, in your last letter you mentioned that—

whistling sound overhead

Oh, God.

Lights out. Explosion.



I’m Good at This

March 13, 1991, Ali Al Salam Airbase, Iraq

Dear Greg,

I know it’s ridiculous, but they’re passing around paperwork to re-up and I’m seriously thinking about 
it. 

I did the National Guard thing for the money and the education, and you know I didn’t like it. But it’s 
different when it counts, somehow. There’s plenty of shit not to like, the desert kinda sucks, but I’ve 
never felt like I’ve made a difference before. And here and now I really, really do. 

The captain seems to think I would do well for myself if I stayed in the army. Of course there’s not 
gonna be another war any time soon now that we kicked Saddam’s teeth in, but there’s still things to 
do. I don’t have to be stuck behind a desk for the rest of my life. The cap talks about things like 
intelligence and officer’s candidate school and I know it’s probably bullshit to tempt me into re-upping,
but what’s the alternative? Coming back home and going back to work at the bank? That sounds so 
boring. 

Dad always said everyone’s good at something. We both know you’re really good at being a dad, and I 
suppose since you’ve managed not to run your business into the ground you’re clearly not a total 
failure at being a carpenter. But I never felt like I was particularly good at something. Here, the men 
above me respect what I can do, and the men beneath me do what they’re told because they trust me. 
And everyone knows that doing what you’re told when you’re told to do it might make the difference 
between life and death. You could dismiss what I do by saying that I’m just a cog in a machine, but I’ve
seen what the rusty and rickety cogs do to this machine and I’m proud that I’m not one of them.

Regardless, I haven’t made a decision yet, but I wanted you to know that I’m thinking about it. If you 
wanna tell me that I’m an idiot, that’s fine. But if dad was right and everyone is good at something, 
then maybe that’s what this is. I’ve never felt like I fit in or mattered or did something worthwhile 
before. If that’s what this is, then I’d be a fool to walk away from it, wouldn’t I? I do know that while 
everyone else is talking about how much they can’t wait to go home, about the only thing I can say that
I miss is being able to have a nice cold brew when it’s this hot out. 

I should be able to book some phone time to call you guys soon. Say hi to Cindy and make funny faces 
at the kids for me.



This is it?

October 22, 2001, Taif, Saudi Arabia

Hey Jerry,

You’d think this would be exciting, but it’s not. I do the same thing here that I did back home, which is 
loading and unloading. The air force considers it a special skill. I feel like a fucking trained monkey.

The guys on the base are excited, there’s a lot of fist bumping and high fives and they keep talking 
about Operation Enduring Freedom. I keep thinking that it’ll be over eventually and one day someone 
will ask me what I did in the war on terror. And the only thing I’ll be able to do is tell them that I drove 
a little golf cart. You can see guys do it at the airport every day. The only difference is instead of 
hauling around luggage I’m pulling munitions.

The pilots love it, of course, it’s the first real destruction most of them have ever gotten to hand out. 
They’re doing multiple missions a day, coming back, refueling, reloading, then heading out to do it 
again. It must be like going from college football right to the goddamn super bowl. And I’m doing the 
same thing that I was a month ago and the same thing that I’ll be doing a month from now, regardless 
of where I happen to be. The base looks the same, shit back in the states we were in the desert too. We 
even have pretty much the same food, so what difference does it make? What difference do I make? I 
could have a heart attack tomorrow and someone would be able to take my place without missing a 
beat.

It seems like even the mechanics are getting to contribute, you know? Without them the pilots wouldn’t
be able to get there, and all that shit. If they fuck up, someone could die. If they succeed, the planes 
keep on flying. They get credit. 

Do they have some poor bastard in a base somewhere who does this for guns? It’s just his job to put 
bullets in clips over and over again, all day long? Or is there a machine for that? I never thought about 
it before. 

But how many of us are there? Some asshole dragged into Normandy a week after D-Day to serve 
shitty chili and spaghetti to the soldiers. Someone came back from Saigon where all he did was file 
paperwork. And some poor fucker did this the last time we were in the middle east, i suppose. Probably
at the same base. 

You know I never thought I’d be a pilot or something important, I guess I just didn’t think I’d feel 
disposable. Aim high my ass.



Death By Hanging 

August 25, 1918, Picardy, France

Dear Pop,

I gotta talk to someone, but I’m not even really sure what to say. I consider myself fortunate to be here, 
working for this country, when so many other men were turned down. I am glad you have never seen 
violence like this, but at the same time, I am glad I had the chance to prove myself like this. 

I can think of no greater crime than abandoning one’s fellows in time of need, in time of war or battle, 
especially when we have so much to prove. 

Today I was a witness at the hanging of Corporal William Hearst. Last week it was discovered that he 
had abandoned his post. He was discovered by a French farmer hiding in a barn, 40 miles from the 
front. 

The tribunal found him guilty, of course, and the man hung. There isn’t any more to it than that. He 
was, as they say, hung from the neck until dead. The knot was true and he died quickly, I think, 
although there are always horror stories. In the trenches I have heard of men who did not die 
immediately, and soldiers had to grab their feet and pull them down to hasten their way to death.

It was, I can say without reservation, the most horrible thing I have ever seen. And...

I’m sorry to put this on you, Pop.

I’ve seen a man wake up with a rat trying to devour his ear. I’ve seen a body strewn over an area the 
size of a city block from an artillery hit, pieces of him hung like streamers in a destroyed tree. I’ve seen
men at their best and at their worst.

It was not bad enough that this corporal died, even that he died quietly, resigned to his fate like...I want 
to say a man, but it seems the wrong word to use under such circumstances. The violence and sudden 
end to him was bad enough, but the air of defeat, the sadness that hung around him like a stink was 
somehow much worse.

I don’t...I don’t know what else to say. Those of us in this unit have fought so hard just for the right to 
fight, to run away from it, to shame the rest of us who worked so hard to be here...I’ve never felt such 
shame on behalf of someone else before. 

Yours,



WMDs

May 8, 2004, Baghdad

to: macmaccers@yahoo.com

Hey Buddy,

You know it used to be I had a really simple equation for if I had a good day over here. Just like that Ice
Cube song, if I didn’t have to use my gun, if no one shot at me, then you have to think that was a pretty 
good day, right?

I don’t think like that anymore. 

The government spent a lot of money training me and my men to do a specific job and we keep 
expecting to get to do it, only we never do. That...that’s starting to ruin my days. 

I can only begin to describe what it’s like to be standing outside of a door, your mask in place, 
everyone checking the seals on each other’s protective gear, the tape on your ankles and your wrists. 
Then we all check our weapons and we go in. The noise of the battering ram is muffled by the 
protective gear.

The hardest part, honestly, is not getting lazy. Why observe proper entry protocol when you know that 
just like the last 40 times, you’re not going to find anything. At first, every door was potentially a death
factory, some towelhead nutjobs working on a dirty bomb, or a frankenstein lab manufacturing sarin or 
anthrax. But how many times can you be surprised by nothing before you start getting used to it? The 
biggest danger is that when (and by when I mean if) we find something that we’re actually looking for, 
we’re not going to be very fast on the trigger and someone’s gonna get hurt. Or the anticipation of this 
will have been built up so much that we won’t be able to do our jobs properly because we’re too 
goddamn excited.

So it used to be that I would have a good day if no one got hurt. Now I don’t know what a good day 
would be. I can tell you what it isn’t. It’s not feeling like I’ve spent all day being jerked off by so-called
intelligence and then coming home to find guys in the barracks watching the Daily Show and finding 
out that the mission we do every day, the fact that we’re potentially risking our lives every fucking day,
to find out that what we’re doing is nothing but a joke back home. 

I think it’ll be a long time before I have a good day again. 



Just In Case 1  

 

Dear Matthew, 

 

It has taken me three tries to write this letter, so bear with me. I had a nightmare tonight. We 

both know that’s nothing new, but this time was...different. I can’t explain it, not really. All I can 

say is that I need to write some letters to Emily. I’ve included them here in this package, and I’d 

like you to keep them safe for me. If I don’t come home, I need you to give these to her. I know 

it sounds crazy, but please. For me. 

 

And please don’t read them.  

 

Love, 

 

Susanne 

 

starts new letter 

 

Dear Emily, 

 

Hi, bug. I know this letter is a little strange, since if you’re reading it, it means I didn’t come 

home to you. First, I want to wish you a Happy Birthday. You’re 10 now, and that’s such a big 

birthday. Two numbers in your age! I want you to know how very, very much I love you. I kept a 

picture of you right next to my bed, so every night I could see your beautiful face, and imagine 

what it would feel like to kiss all over your little blonde head.  

 

I decided to write this letter to you, while I was still gone, just in case. I was thinking about you, 

and there are so many things I want to tell you. So many important things for you to know. But I 

can’t tell you everything all at once. I’m sure you’re tired of hearing ‘I’ll tell you when you’re 

older’. I sure got sick of it when I was your age. There are just some things that won’t make 

sense to you right now, though. 

 

But there are still things I can tell you. Looking back on what I remember from being ten, finally 

reaching double digits, I remember being excited. I was really growing up. I thought maybe I 

could talk my mom into letting me sit at the grown up table! (It didn’t work.) And I’m sure you’re 

just as excited as I was.  

 

But Emily, please remember this for me; you’re still a kid and that’s okay. I mean that in the 

most wonderful, most amazing way possible. Don’t rush becoming a teenager. Just be you, and 

love every minute of it. It may seem ridiculous, and it’s kind of one of those things that no one 

wants to tell you until you’re older, but grown-ups sometimes miss being kids. Sometimes I think 

it’s one of the reasons people have kids, so they can get to relive some of those moments, like 

playing in the sprinkler or reading under the covers with a flashlight. Getting older gets in the 

way of that fun sometimes, so don’t try to outgrow it too quickly.  

 

And don’t worry, I won’t be mad if you ignore my advice. I did the same thing when I was your 

age, I was just so ready to be bigger and older. So if you don’t pay attention to that, please just 


